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  A federal lawmaker from southern New Jersey introduced a bill Thursday that could improve
water quality in the Barnegat Bay.   

The bill from U.S. Rep. John Adler, D-3rd, would set aside $80 million over the next four years
to fix poorly designed or compacted stormwater basins and build new ones in watersheds
across the country, including one in Ocean County that feeds Barnegat Bay.

  

Heavy rains in the spring showed the problems bad basins can cause when they overflow their
banks and spill into surrounding neighborhoods.

  

"There are literally thousands of storm-water basins, many of which are inadequately
maintained or improperly designed and are not working to filter out nitrogen and other
pollutants," Adler said.

  

The sprawling Barnegat Bay watershed encompasses 38 towns between mile markers 53 and
92 of the Garden State Parkway. Ocean County has more than 3,000 storm-water basins,
including many that are long neglected.

  

Basins are supposed to catch rainwater, which gradually seeps back into the ground and
recharges aquifers. But if a basin is too small, allows water to escape or the soil in it becomes
compacted, the rain can wash lawn fertilizer and other pollution into creeks and rivers that feed
into the bay. This fertilizer can cause algae blooms that kill plants such as eelgrass, which is
beneficial to fish and crabs.

  

Often, developers who finish construction projects will turn the maintenance of the new basins
over to a municipality, Adler said. But maintaining the basins to ensure they are working
properly ranks low in municipal priorities.

  

"They have budget crises they have to deal with in the short term. But the long term viability of
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the Barnegat Bay is at stake," he said.

  

The Ocean County Soil Conservation District conducted a study in 2001 that found undisturbed
woodlands could absorb 15 inches of water per hour in southern New Jersey.

  

But many older lawns and athletic fields drain as poorly as asphalt parking lots. Some of the
drainage basins are built improperly and the soil is compacted, so much of that water has
nowhere to go and forms pools that disappear only through evaporation, said David Friedman,
the district's director. The compacted soil does not have enough oxygen or beneficial microbial
life to support plants that can filter out some of the excess fertilizer. So this eventually gets
washed into the bay.

  

Friedman said the federal grants will provide construction jobs and educate people about not
compacting soil in developed areas.

  

The county recently restored 16 drainage basins on public land, he said.

  

"Some were 35 years old. They had to be treated with pesticides because they were breeding
grounds for mosquitoes," he said. "Now we've gone back in, and now we have a basin that
drains down in a couple days."

  

Ultimately, he expects to see improvements in water quality miles away in the Barnegat Bay.

  

Adler convened a roundtable of environmental and community representatives to examine
problems facing the bay.

  

"We heard from lots of people who remember when clamming was easier, swimming was more
pleasant, fish were more plentiful in the bay," he said.
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Now there are algae blooms and stinging jellyfish, among other things.

  

Adler said the money is an investment in the bay, which is a major tourism, fishing and boating
draw.

  

"I think people are appropriately concerned about the amount of spending on the federal level.
But this is spending a little of money in the short term to save a lot of money in the long term.
This is vital to our economy," he said.

  

Under the proposal, the Environmental Protection Agency would offer $20 million in annual
grants over the next four years to the nation's 28 national estuary programs. Programs such as
New Jersey's Barnegat Bay Estuary and the Partnership for the Delaware Estuary in Cape May
and Cumberland counties would have to provide 20 percent matching funding.

  

The grants would pay to repair bad basins and require monitoring to maintain them.
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